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Abstract 
Psychological aggressions are difficult to detect. For instance, different forms 
of micro male behaviours normally are so subtle that they go unnoticed. Ac-
cording to Intimate Partner Violence perspective, partner violence is bidirec-
tional. Moreover, some authors have reported that partner violence is asso-
ciated with low levels of satisfaction with the relationship. The objective of 
this study is cognisance of the incidence of subtle psychological abuse among 
couples of university students through micro male behaviours and to analyse 
how it is perceived, taking the sex and the role played into account (perpetra-
tor, victim or both) and the differences depending on the strategies of psy-
chological violence used. University students (N = 1156) from 28 universities 
from all over Spain, throughout an academic course, participated in this cross- 
sectional non-experimental study. In order to identify subtle psychological vi-
olence, the Questionnaire on Micro Male Conducts of Ferrer et al. (2008) was 
adapted to a self-report on behaviours used towards the partner (perpetration) 
and received from him/her (victimisation). Behaviours are grouped into five 
strategies. We have verified that the couples of young university students re-
port high levels of involvement in micro male behaviours and confirm that 
aggressions are bidirectional. As far as satisfaction with the partner is con-
cerned, the strategies of psychological violence of confinement to a traditional 
role and generating insecurity go unnoticed among men. An important dif-
ference is found, as women definitely are sensitive towards victimisation of 
insecurity by their partners. There is a common pattern in terms of strategies 
of invading spaces and underestimating; in both cases, they have an important 
impact on satisfaction with the partner and reduce the level thereof. These 
findings suggest that victims do not properly value the information received. 
In order to reduce psychological violence among couples, it is important that 
young people identify abusive behaviours and the level of violence they may 
be facing. 
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1. Introduction 

It has repeatedly been proved that psychological violence can be just as harmful 
as physical abuse (Echeburúa & Corral, 1998; O’Leary, 1999; Soler, Barreto, & 
González, 2005). The results obtained by Buesa & Calvete (2011) confirm that 
psychological abuse can have a very negative impact on the mental health and 
well-being of victims. Some authors (Cáceres, 2004; Cáceres & Cáceres, 2006; 
Shortt, Capaldi, Kim, & Laurent, 2010) have reported that partner violence is 
associated with low levels of satisfaction with the relationship. 

Research in several countries on partner violence shows that violence is just as 
frequent or even more frequent among young couples than among adult couples 
(González, Muñoz, & Graña, 2003; Jackson, Cram, & Seymour, 2000). Much da-
ta support that violence usually starts in dating relationships, when aggression is 
part of partner relationships (Billingham, Bland, & Leary, 1999; Muñoz-Rivas, 
Graña, O’Leary, & González, 2007; O’Keefe, 1997; O’Leary, 1999). The propor-
tion of young people who admit to practice violence against their partners is 
somewhere between 10% and 50% (González & Santana, 2001; Hird, 2000; Jack-
son et al., 2000; Katz, Carino, & Milton, 2002; Muñoz-Rivas, Andreu, Graña, 
O’Leary, & González, 2007; Murphy & Hoover, 2001; Swart, Garth, & Ricardo, 
2002). Although there are fewer studies on psychological violence among young 
people compared to physical or sexual violence, it has a higher incidence than 
physical violence (American College Health Association, 2007; Corral & Calvete, 
2006; Forke et al., 2008; Vázquez et al., 2010). The results obtained from the 
study conducted by Muñoz-Rivas et al. (2007) show that 30% of the students of 
either sex admitted that they had insulted their partner. 

According to some studies, partner violence is bidirectional, that is to say, 
both genders can perpetrate and suffer violent behaviours simultaneously (Archer, 
2000; Graña & Cuenca, 2014). As far as psychological violence is concerned, 
more than 50% of Spanish youngsters report that it is common among couples 
(González & Santana, 2001; Muñoz-Rivas, Graña, O’Leary, & González, 2007). 
García-Carpintero, Rodríguez-Santero, & Porcel (2017) have verified that psy-
cho-emotional aggressions are common practice in partner relationships among 
university students of box genders. 

Young people tend to identify violence with physical aggressions exclusively 
(Foshee et al., 1998), whose effects can be easily observed (O’Leary, 1999), while 
psychological aggressions are more difficult to detect (Cortés et al., 2014; Sackett 
& Saunders, 1999). For instance, different forms of micro male behaviours are 
seen as “microabuses”, as they are normally so subtle that they go unnoticed 
(Ferrer et al., 2008). Nevertheless, this concept is not the same depending on the 
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point of view of the perpetrator or the victim; when violence is used by an indi-
vidual, these behaviours can be seen as something normal, but when such beha-
viours are suffered by him/her, its perception changes and are seen as something 
unpleasant (García-Carpintero et al., 2017). Another underlying problem is the 
fact that they become normal in partner relationships as a strategy to resolve 
conflicts among young couples and become a rather usual element in their rela-
tionships (Sebastián, Ortiz, & Gil, 2010). 

According to Buesa & Calvete (2011), the most subtle psychological abuse is a 
field that requires further knowledge, as its own nature has led to minimise its 
importance. The consequences of subtle psychological abuse are not known in 
depth (Buesa & Calvete, 2011) and whether its impact is similar to man or 
women either. 

I view of these facts, it is relevant to analyse psychological abuse from a 
broader perspective. It is necessary to overcome the trend to limit the measure-
ment of psychological abuse to verbal acts. In this sense, we believe it would be 
interesting to analyse subtle psychological abuse from a broader perspective and 
to analyse how its consequences are perceived among partner relationships and 
to analyse whether it has a negative impact both on victims and perpetrators 
thereof. 

The objective of this study is to take cognisance of the incidence of subtle 
psychological abuse among couples of university students through micro male 
behaviours and to analyse how it is perceived among young men and women, 
taking the role played into account (perpetrator, victim or both) and the differ-
ences depending on the strategies of psychological violence used. 

2. Methodology 
2.1. Participants 

1156 university students from 28 universities from all over Spain, who reported 
being in a couple relationship at the moment of completing the questionnaire 
were selected for this study. 85.7% are women (991), 14.3% are men (165), aged 
22.22 years on average (SD = 5.49). 27.7% live together occasionally, 17.1% live 
together normally and more than half (55.2%) do not live together. 

2.2. Instruments 

In order to identify subtle psychological violence, the Questionnaire on Micro 
Male Conducts of Ferrer et al. (2008) was adapted to a self-report on behaviours 
used towards the partner (violence perpetration) and received from him/her (vi-
olence victimisation). In total, this self-report includes 24 conducts (see Table 2, 
item n˚. 11 referring to maternity was eliminated), using a Likert-type answer 
scale with four answers: 0—Never, 1—Seldom, 2—Sometimes and 3—Often. 
Ferrer et al. (2008) report five micromachist strategies that group behaviours 
according to their purpose: Invading physical or symbolic spaces, creating inse-
curity, confining to a traditional role, exercising control or underestimating. 
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Satisfaction with the partner was evaluated using a direct item, “How satisfied 
are you with your current partner?”, the answer scale ranges from 0 to 10. 

2.3. Procedure 

The data collection procedure met the requirements set forth in the Code of 
Good Scientific Practices approved by the Spanish Higher Council for Scientific 
Research (CSIC, as per its Spanish acronym). The sample is incidental. The 
questionnaires were distributed in the classrooms at the university with the col-
laboration of teachers throughout an academic course. All the students partici-
pated voluntarily and anonymousness was guaranteed. 

2.4. Statistical Analyses 

The percentage of participation in micro male conducts was calculated in the 
first place, segmented by men and women, and a comparison was made us-
ing the chi-square test. The means of satisfaction with the partner depending 
on gender and the strategy of psychological violence used were then com-
pared. Based on the scores obtained in the questionnaires, the results are 
classified according to the role played in each of the sexes regarding behaviours 
of subtle psychological violence: He/she not involved, Perpetrator, Victim and 
Mutual. 

The size of the impact on differences, which became significant with d and η2, 
respectively, was calculated. In last place, the regression analyses for victimisa-
tion and perpetration were performed. The analyses were performed using the 
SPSS Statistics 24 software. 

3. Results 

The characteristics of intimate partner relationships are shown in Table 1. Of 
1156 university students who reported being in a couple relationship, 85.7% 
were women (991), 14.3% were men (165), aged 22.22 years on average (SD = 

 
Table 1. Characteristics of intimate partner relationships. 

 Women Men t/χ2 (p) 

Mean of number of partners 

Mean duration of relations (in months) 

Daily cohabitation 

Live together occasionally 

Live together continuously 

Never have lived together 

No information 

Current time relationship 

More than 3 years 

Between 18 and 36 months 

Less than 18 months 

2.10 

38.60 

 

17.8% 

10.8% 

35.6% 

35.8% 

 

43.1% 

27.6% 

29.3% 

2.81 

28.10 

 

11.8% 

9.2% 

23.8% 

55.2% 

 

58.1% 

19.3% 

22.6% 

−4.05 (.000) 

4.25 (.000) 

 

 

1.83 (.608) 

 

 

 

 

84.55 (.945) 
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5.49). 27.7% lived together occasionally, 17.1% lived together normally and more 
than half (55.2%) do not live together. 

80% of women and 70% of man are involved in behaviours of subtle psycho-
logical violence within their couples. 71.8% are aggressors and 68% are victims. 
Women use more violence against their partners (73.3% of women, 69% of men, 
χ2 = 11.91, p < .001), but both genders are equally victimised (69% of women, 
61.8% of men, χ2 = 3.37, p = .06). If involvement roles are analysed, we can con-
firm that women are more frequently involved in aggressions, 10.3% are perpe-
trators and 63.4% in common, while the proportion of men who are perpetrators 
amounts to 60.6%, and in 52.7% of cases it is mutual, χ2 = 12.07, p < .01. 

Table 2 shows the distribution of percentages of participants in each one of 
the micro male conducts, analysed depending on gender. 

As can be seen in Table 2, women are more frequently involved in aggressions 
including micro male conducts. There is no significant difference between men 
and women in terms of role strategies or control strategies, although men report 
neglecting domestic responsibilities to a greater extent and women report being 
neglected by their partners compared to these responsibilities more often. As far 
as control strategies are concerned, women report greater mutual control of the 
schedules. 

Invading spaces is one of the strategies most frequently used, by women to a 
greater extent. Not expressing their feelings is the only behaviours that seem to 
be more frequently used by men (12.3%), which coincide with a greater victimi-
sation reported by women (14.6%); although 10.5% women also report that this 
strategy is mutual and 10.4% of men report victimisation. Both genders report 
greater perpetration among women and greater victimisation among men in 
terms of reading e-mail messages and listening to telephone conversations, as 
well as getting what they want from their partner due to fatigue. Data reveal that 
women use strategies such as not listening, interrupting or manipulating the 
message more often, which amount almost to 16% when this strategy is mutual. 
Men report being more victimised by the threat of leaving the relationship 
(6.4%) but this figure does not match what women report (3.6% of perpetration 
of this strategy). 

Although most of them deny its use (64.1% of women, 72.1% of men), making 
decisions unilaterally is the strategy most frequently used in terms of underesti-
mating the partner. The fact that women use this strategy more often (7.3%, 
compared to 3.6% of men) coincides with the fact that men are more victimised 
in this sense (8.7%, compared to 6% of women). As far as the strategies to create 
insecurity are concerned, the difference lies in getting angry without knowing 
the reason (10.1% perpetrated by women, 9.0% of victims are men) and using 
the glance or tone of voice to frighten the partner (women: 6.4% are perpetrators 
by women, 6.4% mutual; men: 4.2% are victims, 1.4% are perpetrators, 3.6% 
mutual). 

University students report great satisfaction with their partners (M = 8.56; SD  
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Table 2. Comparison of profiles in terms of micro male conducts within the couples, in percentage. 
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INVADING SPACES 35.8 11.0 9.1 44.1 49.1 9.7 13.3 27.9 18.37*** 

6) Getting what you want from your partner due to fatigue, getting it due to his/her 
burnout 

75.5 10.1 6.1 8.4 78.7 7.0 9.0 5.3 10.31** 

10) Monopolising the use of common spaces or elements 84.1 5.0 5.9 5.0 88.0 5.0 4.5 2.5 5.42 

15) Interrupting, not listening, not answering, manipulating the message 68.3 8.2 7.8 15.8 73.1 6.7 10.4 9.8 11.19** 

17) Reading messages or e-mails without permission or listening to telephone 
conversations 

77.9 10.6 5.5 5.9 81.2 3.9 10.9 3.9 29.02*** 

18) Not expressing his/her feelings, often shutting down emotionally 65.4 9.5 14.6 10.5 69.2 12.3 10.4 8.1 8.21* 

19) Making excuses to justify himself/herself 73.6 8.0 10.0 8.4 75.1 9.2 7.0 8.7 3.37 

20) Cheating, lying, not honouring what has been agreed 87.7 2.3 7.8 2.1 85.7 3.6 8.4 2.2 2.15 

22) Calling fidelity into question 84.6 6.2 5.1 4.1 80.1 7.8 8.7 3.4 8.78 

23) Threatening to leave the relationship and have an affair with someone else 92.2 3.6 2.9 1.3 89.4 3.1 6.4 1.1 10.42** 

24) Making his/her partner feel sorry for him/her 87.9 2.6 8.0 1.4 84.3 3.9 9.0 2.8 5.66 

CREATING INSECURITY 59.6 15.6 5.7 19.1 67.3 6.1 9.1 17.6 13.35** 

1) Frightening the partner through his/her tone of voice, glance or gestures 83.6 6.4 3.6 6.4 90.8 1.4 4.2 3.6 19.03*** 

4) Not respecting his/her partner’s opinions and rights 82.5 5.9 5.5 6.1 83.5 3.9 7.6 5.0 4.81 

5) Not respecting his/her partner’s feelings 86.9 2.5 5.9 4.6 86.6 2.2 8.1 3.1 3.78 

13) Creating insecurity or feelings of guilt by insinuating or manipulating emotions 82.0 5.6 7.6 4.8 84.6 2.5 8.4 4.5 6.08 

14) Getting angry or making surly or aggressive comments unexpectedly without 
knowing the reason 

78.9 10.1 6.4 4.7 84.0 3.4 9.0 3.6 19.22*** 

CONFINEMENT TO A TRADITIONAL ROLE 65.2 10.3 11.8 12.7 60.1 12.7 5.5 12.7 6.35 

12) Discouraging his/her partner, making studying or working harder for him/her 95.2 0.8 3.6 0.4 92.4 1.7 4.8 1.1 6.17 

16) Seeing his/her partner as a child who needs to be cared for or protected 73.0 14.8 5.4 6.9 78.7 10.6 4.8 5.9 5.48 

21) Neglecting his/her domestic responsibilities 81.7 3.3 12.2 2.8 88.8 5.3 3.9 2.0 24.34*** 

EXERCISING CONTROL 72.6 6.6 5.8 15.1 81.2 3.6 3.6 11.5 5.83 

7) Controlling his/her partner’s money or expenses 91.4 4.0 2.2 2.3 92.2 3.4 2.5 2.0 0.73 

8) Controlling his/her partner’s schedules, meetings or activities 80.0 3.0 6.3 10.7 86.0 3.1 5.0 5.9 8,97* 

9) Complaining at his/her partner so that he/she goes out or relate to his/her family 
and friends 

88.3 2.2 7.0 2.5 90.8 1.7 5.9 1.7 1.90 

UNDERESTIMATING 64.1 9.1 6.8 20.1 72.1 3.0 7.3 17.6 8,21* 

2) Making important decisions without taking his/her partner’s opinion into account 71.9 7.3 6.0 14.8 70.3 3.6 8.7 17.4 10.41** 

3) Change decisions made by his/her partner 85.2 5.4 4.5 5.0 87.7 1.7 6.4 4.2 11.17** 

25) Downplaying the importance of duties or activities performed by his/her partner 85.9 3.4 6.9 3.9 86.8 3.4 6.7 3.1 0.50 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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= 1.93). 25.8% are totally satisfied with their relationship, scoring 10 out of 10 (it 
should be noted that the scale used ranges from 0 to 10). 57.4% score between 8 
and 9, and only 7 students (2%) scored below 5. 

As far as involvement in subtle psychological behaviours is concerned, there 
are no significant differences in terms of perception of satisfaction with the 
partner between men and women (Mwoman = 8.32, Mman = 8.42, t = −.59, p 
= .557), or in terms of perpetrators (Mwoman = 8.37, Mman = 8.55, t = −1.06, p 
= .289). Nevertheless, there are significant differences in each gender depending 
on the different levels of involvement in such behaviours (Women: Mis not in-
volved = 8.97, Mvictim = 8.32, t = 6.56, p < .001; Men: Mis not involved = 9.02, 
Mvictim = 8.42, t = 2.93, p < .05). These data show that man do not see perpe-
tration negatively with respect to their satisfaction with their partners, but the 
answer from women is very different (Women: Mis not involved = 8.94, Mper-
petrator = 8.37, t = 5.44, p < .001; Men: Mis not involved = 8.81, Mperpetrator = 
8.55, t = 1.24, p = .216). 

If we take the correlation between perpetration and victimisation into account 
(women, r = .610, p < .000; men, r = .667, p < .000) and the high proportion of 
these behaviours that are mutual is reported, it is necessary to analyse satisfac-
tion depending on the roles played by each one in the intervention, including 
such mutual nature in these behaviours. Table 3 shows that there are no signifi-
cant differences between men and women in any of the intervention roles. On 
the contrary, there are differences in each one of the genders depending on the 
role played, although these differences have a small impact. 

No involvement, perpetration and victimisation are groped within women. 
Those women who report mutual behaviours are clearly distinguishable of the 
other three women (is not involved, p < .001, perpetrator, p < .001, victim, p 
< .01), and report a lower level of satisfaction with their partners. No involve-
ment and perpetration are grouped within men, as well as victimisation and 
mutual behaviours, which are significantly different from no involvement (vic-
tim, p < .05, mutual, p < .05). 

If we consider that men and women react differently to psychological violence 
and the differences in micro male conduct evidenced by each one, we have  

 
Table 3. Satisfaction with the relationship depending on the intervention role. 

 Woman Man t p 

He/she is not involved 8.98 9.00 −.16 .872 

Perpetrator 8.97 9.08 −.41 .682 

Victim 8.82 8.14 1.81 .075 

Mutual 8.28 8.47 −1.03 .305 

F 16.84 3.14   

p .000 .027   

η2 .05 .05   
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analysed the level of satisfaction with their partners depending on the interven-
tion roles for each one of the strategies of violence. These data are shown in Ta-
ble 4. 

There are significant differences in all the strategies of psychological violence 
among women. Regarding the strategies of traditional role and controlling the 
significant other, the impact is small. As far as the strategies of controlling satis-
faction with the partner is similar in the roles of no involvement, perpetration 
and mutual behaviours; although the lowest level of satisfaction corresponds to 
the role of victim, which is clearly distinguishable from the other roles (no in-
volvement, p < .001, perpetration, p < .001, mutual, p < .001). The same differ-
ence is found in the control strategy of men (no involvement, p < .001, perpetra-
tion, p < .05, mutual, p < .001). Those victims who are controlled by their part-
ners report a lower level of satisfaction with their relationship (Mwomen = 7.36, 
Mmen = 6.80). 

The satisfaction of victims and those who are involved in mutual behaviours 
are similar both among men and women. Women are more sensitive towards 
violent strategies of insecurity than men. There are no significant differences 
among men in terms of satisfaction with their partners in terms of involvement 
roles of this strategy. There are no significant differences either among men in 
terms of strategies of traditional role. 

Men do not perceive perpetration in any strategy. Women associate perpetra-
tion to a significantly lower level of satisfaction with their partners rather than to 
non-involvement in the strategy of traditional role (p < .001) or underestimating 
(p < .05). 

In the strategies of invading spaces, which are the most frequent, victimisation  
 

Table 4. Differences in satisfaction depending on micro male strategies and gender. 

 
He/she is 

not involved 
Perpetrator Victim Mutual F η2 

Woman       

Invading spaces 8.92 8.88 8.37 8.17 21.65*** .066 

Insecurity 8.79 8.67 7.69 7.91 26.77*** .076 

Traditional role 8.79 8.14 8.08 8.01 19.76*** .052 

Control 8.66 8.49 7.36 8.42 15.43*** .042 

Underestimation 8.80 8.44 7.75 8.00 24.37*** .061 

Man       

Invading spaces 8.86 9.00 8.62 8.18 3,10* .062 

Insecurity 8.69 9.20 8.64 8.33 1.16  

Traditional role 8.76 8.89 8.00 8.21 2.08  

Control 8.72 8.40 6.80 8.83 4.13** .076 

Underestimation 8.92 8.25 7.82 7.96 6.68*** .118 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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is only perceived by women (p < .001 compared to no involvement, p < .01 
compared to perpetration). 

Table 5 shows the results of linear regression regarding satisfaction for victi-
misation and perpetration of strategies of psychological violence, segmented by 
men and women. 25% of satisfaction with the relationship with the partner 
among women seems to depend on the victimisation of subtle psychological vi-
olence; men are affected by this victimisation to a lesser extent, only 18%. Perpe-
tration has a more similar impact on women and men, 18% and 15%, respec-
tively. In fact, there are differences in victimisation of the strategies of insecurity, 
while these are not very significant among men. The perpetration of strategies of 
control increases satisfaction with the relationship with their partners among 
women, while it has no impact among men. Both genders are sensitive towards 
the influence of victimisation and perpetration of the strategies of invading 
spaces—women to a greater extent—while the results regarding strategies of 
underestimating among men are more significant. 

4. Discussion 

According to the objectives of this study, we focus on analysing the perception of 
psychological violence with regard to satisfaction. To that end, we have previously 
analysed the presence of micro male behaviours, but with the understanding that  

 
Table 5. Regression analyses for victimisation and perpetrations by gender 

 Woman Man 

 β t β t 

Victimisation     

Invading spaces −.34 −8.19*** −.25 −2.19* 

Insecurity −.16 −4.05*** −.05 −.51 

Traditional role −.01 −.22 .02 .18 

Control .05 1.49 .09 .98 

Underestimation −.09 −2.46* −.27 −3.11*** 

R2 .25 .18 

F 86.60*** 7.01*** 

Perpetration   

Invading spaces −.25 −6.19*** −.25 −2.49* 

Insecurity −.07 −1.79 .01 .05 

Traditional role −.12 −1.54 .09 .99 

Control .08 2.55** .11 1.22 

Underestimation −.08 −2.25* −.34 −4.02*** 

R2 .15 .18 

F 34.92*** 6.95*** 

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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this behaviour can be mutual. 
As far as involvement in micro male behaviours is concerned, our results 

show there is a higher level of involvement in psychological violence than re-
ported in previous studies, eight out of ten women and seven out of ten men, al-
though we should take into account that the range of behaviours analysed is 
wider. Upon analysing micro male behaviours jointly, 62% of the couples report 
mutual behaviours, which confirm this bidirectional nature reported in previous 
studies (Graña & Cuenca, 2014; González & Santana, 2001; Muñoz-Rivas et al., 
2007). Partly as in previous studies (Corral & Calvete, 2006; Muñoz-Rivas et al., 
2007), involvement of women in psychological violence was slightly higher 
compared to men; nevertheless, there was not any significant difference in terms 
of victimisation between genders among our subjects of study. 

If we analyse involvement in different strategies, invading spaces seems to be a 
common strategy in partner relationships, as more than half of the university 
students are involved therein (64% of women and 51% of men). A higher per-
centage of women, 44%, report mutual behaviours. The results obtained show 
the existence of a common pattern among man and women that consist of not 
listening, on not answering and on manipulating the messages. Men do not 
convey their emotions and it seems that women do not do it either consequently. 
The results show that women invade privacy of telephone conversations and 
private messages to a greater extent, and get what they want from their partners 
due to fatigue. 

As reported in other previous studies (Corral, 2009), the highest percentage of 
strategies of psychological violence correspond to no involvement. Although 
Muñoz-Rivas et al. (2007) stated that control tactics are the most common ones, 
our results incline in the opposite direction; controlling the partner is the least 
reported by the university students who participated in this study, and no signif-
icant differences were found between men and women in terms of involvement. 

As far as the perception of psychological violence is concerned, university 
students are satisfied with their partner relationship. Even the mean of those 
couples who are involved in behaviours of psychological behaviour amount 
above 7 points out of 10. As stated in previous research, it seems that men and 
women do not see psychological violence as an aggression (Cortés et al., 2014; 
Sackett & Saunders, 1999), and do not see micro male behaviours as violence 
(Ferrer et al., 2008). In short, both genders normalise behaviours of psychologi-
cal violence and incorporate them into the dynamics of their partner relation-
ship (Sebastián et al., 2010). 

Nevertheless, some statistically significant differences are found in terms of 
satisfaction depending on involvement. This same phenomenon is found among 
men, according to García-Carpintero et al. (2017): they do not perceive aggres-
sion but they are sensitive towards victimisation. Contrarily, women seem to see 
psychological violence both as an aggression and victimisation. The analysis of 
satisfaction with the partner depending on the involvement roles helps us to de-
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fine these results and the differential response of man and women to psycholog-
ical violence within the couple. In both cases, men and women who report per-
petration only do not seem to see their behaviour as an aggression and have the 
same level of satisfaction with their partner as those students who are not in-
volved in such behaviours. Women who are victims are divided into two clearly 
different groups: a few of them (5.7%) only report being a victim and do not 
seem to recognise victimisation negatively as an aggression; this way, they have 
the same level of satisfaction as those women who perpetrate aggressions and 
those who are not involved therein. The response of most women who are vic-
tims of psychological violence (63.4%) consists of perpetrating on attacking their 
partners. A significantly lower level of satisfaction is found in this mutual role, 
compared to the other roles. All men seem to perceive victimisation. Those men 
who report being victims (9.1%) have a lower level of satisfaction than those 
men who are perpetrators or who are not involved in these behaviours; there-
fore, they have the lowest level of satisfaction. In most cases, their response 
(52.7%) also consists of attacking their partners. From a feminist point of view, 
McNulty & Russell (2010) reported that the tendency of women to have violent 
behaviours when they are rejected or criticised by their partners is a predictor of 
a higher level of satisfaction than when there is no response whatsoever. This 
phenomenon is not reported among women or among men either. Those wom-
en who engage in violent mutual strategies report a lower level of satisfaction. 
Those men who engage in violent mutual strategies have the same level of satis-
faction than those who are victims only. 

These results make us conclude that mutual involvement is a response to an 
aggression perpetrated by the partner, both among men and women. Neverthe-
less, attacking the partner in response to an aggression is not a good solution for 
any of them. Notwithstanding the foregoing, we cannot determine the direction 
of violence on the basis of such data. We cannot know is psychological violence 
is triggered by the man or the woman. It would be necessary to conduct longitu-
dinal studies that let us know how these patterns of subtle psychological partner 
violence are started. 

If a detailed analysis of satisfaction with the partner is conducted, according to 
the strategies of psychological violence studied, the results obtained show that 
the strategies of role and the strategies to generate insecurity go unnoticed. 
Strategies and control strategies are not very significant among women. In fact, 
both men and women take a positive view of controlling their partner and 
vice-versa. It is possible that control over the partner is exercised by agreement. 
Some authors state that young people tend to justify and see controlling beha-
viours as something normal due to the idealisation of love (Ferrer & Bosch, 
2013). In fact, those men and women who are victims of controlling behaviours 
have the lowest levels of satisfaction with their partner relationship. The strate-
gies of invading spaces and underestimating are a common pattern for both 
genders; it seems that both men and women perpetrate aggressions as a conse-
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quence of being attacked. But there is also a differential pattern by which women 
are more sensitive towards insecurity. Otherwise, it is found that women who 
underestimate their partners are distinguished from women who do not partici-
pate; we can see this fact as a deliberate response to aggression by the man, 
probably in response to an aggression perpetrated by him using some of the 
other strategies. 

The results of this regression confirm the data already summarised. Women 
are more sensitive to victimisation by means of psychological violence, which 
can even explain that 25% are not satisfied with their partner relationships. 
There is previous evidence that physical violence has greater impact on univer-
sity who are university students than on their male peers (Muñoz-Rivas et al., 
2007). We can thus state that this phenomenon also affects psychological vi-
olence. Psychological violence also has an impact on satisfaction with the partner 
but to a lesser extent than other types of violence. These results confirm that 
psychological violence is used by both genders, but it is normally used in re-
sponse to an aggression. 

Both genders are less satisfied with partner relationships when facing psycho-
logical violence in terms of invading spaces and underestimating. As far as ag-
gression in concerned, the lowest results correspond to invading spaces among 
women and to underestimating among men. As far as women are concerned, 
controlling their partners increases satisfaction. 

According to these results, we can state that psychological violence, under 
subtle forms, is a behaviour that falls within everyday life of young people’s rela-
tionship and it is often hard for them to identify it as a form of abusive relation-
ship. Previous research has already indicated that despite the presence of subtle 
violent behaviours within the couple, relationships are usually stable (Follingstad, 
Bradley, Laughlin, & Burke, 2002). According to Cortés et al. (2014), the most 
worrying thing is that young people do not see psychological violence as an 
abusive behaviour by their partners and even see it as a token of love. In order 
for someone to break up a violent relationship, he/she must first realise what 
is going on and what is the real consequences of keeping such relationship 
(González & Santana, 2001). Nevertheless, if violence starts in dating relation-
ships, it seems that victims do not properly value the information received on 
these behaviours. In order to eliminate or reduce psychological violence among 
couples, it is important that young people identify abusive behaviours and the 
level of violence they may be facing. Some studies have shown that it is difficult 
to identify situations of violence due to inappropriate, incomplete and highly 
stereotyped beliefs by young people (Bleakley, Hennessy, Fishbean, Coles, & 
Jordan, 2009). 

This research also has certain limitations. It is a cross-sectional study and as 
such it does not allow to evaluate if the experiences of psychological violence 
were prior to the reduction of satisfaction in couple relationships or if it was 
prior and influenced subsequent micromachist behaviors. According to previous 
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research, the higher the level of satisfaction with the partner relationship is, the 
lower the probability of being a victim of gender-based violence is (Stith, Green, 
Smith, & Ward, 2008). 

Moreover, a stable link between verbal and psychological abuse and episodes 
of physical violence is found (Murphy & O’Leary, 1989; O’Leary & Slep, 2003; 
White, Merrill, & Koss, 2001). We have only analysed psychological violence and 
it is possible that mild physical violence is simultaneously being inflicted in some 
cases. It would be interesting to expand research including physical violence too. 

5. Conclusion 

In this study, we have verified that the couples of young university students re-
port high levels of involvement in micro male behaviours. A higher percentage 
of women than men reported being engaged in behaviours of subtle psychologi-
cal violence against their partners. This research also confirms that aggressions 
are bidirectional, involving a high percentage of mutual violence within the 
couple. It is important to note that this study focused on mild psychological ag-
gressions within the couple and the results and conclusions thereof cannot be 
applied to other types of more serious aggressions. 

Not respecting the physical and psychological spaces seems to be the most 
frequent strategy among both genders. But both genders also underestimate and 
generate insecurity in their partners, engaging in controlling behaviours of the 
schedules and activities. 

There is a lack of perception of the perpetration of micro male behaviours. 
From a feminist point of view, it is understood that men have aggressive beha-
viours against women based on a patriarchal society resulting from male sociali-
sation. Nevertheless, according to our study, men and women who are university 
students have a similar behaviour. Those women who act as perpetrators do not 
see their behaviour as an aggression either. 

As far as satisfaction with the partner is concerned, the strategies of psycho-
logical violence of confinement to a traditional role and generating insecurity go 
unnoticed among men. An important difference is found in this sense, as wom-
en definitely are sensitive towards victimisation of insecurity by their partners. 
There is a common pattern in terms of strategies of invading spaces and unde-
restimating; in both cases, they have an important impact on satisfaction with 
the partner and reduce the level thereof. 

As a matter of fact, the tactic reported by students consists of striking back 
and attacks the partner in a similar way, but their level of satisfaction is lower. It 
is important to note that even in such circumstances of mutual behaviours and 
subtle psychological aggression, they are fairly satisfied with their relationships, 
although to a lesser extent than those couples who are not involved in micro 
male behaviours. The foregoing leads us to affirm that young people see micro 
male behaviours as something inherent to partner relationships. 

They also seem to see controlling their partners as something normal and 
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there are no differences compared to no involvement both in terms of perpetra-
tion and as a mutual behaviour. It even becomes a determining variable of the 
increase in satisfaction with the partner among women. Nevertheless, those men 
and women who are victims of controlling behaviours and do not strike back 
face the worst situation in terms of level of satisfaction with their partner rela-
tionships. 

On analysing psychological violence globally, men are more sensitive towards 
satisfaction with their partners, so all the victims reported a lower level of satis-
faction, while it was not a negative experience for a small proportion of women. 
It could also be due to a lack of recognition under the form of acceptance of ro-
mantic myths. Nevertheless, all the women who reported being victims with a 
lower level of satisfaction with their partners stroke back using psychological vi-
olence, therefore this behaviour becomes mutual. This fact can be explained as a 
break with the submissive role of women and their empowerment within the 
couple, which could be seen as greater gender equality. But it may also be due to 
an increase in other features that are not that positive. Anyway, it does not seem 
to be an appropriate strategy for either gender. 

With the support of Social Work, it is essential to ensure young people under-
stand that violence is not a way to solve conflicts, as violence can never be 
stopped with violence. It would be necessary to teach conflict-solving techniques 
based on empathy, communication and agreements to solve any conflicts arising 
in relationships with both members of the couples. Saying what we like and what 
we do not like is important, what is harmful or not, or what we expect and wish 
in our relationship. 

Falling in love is an emotional response that implies the need for proximity, 
lust and passion, together with concern for the well-being of the significant oth-
er. In the first stages of falling in love, we are less rational and critical of the oth-
er person because the confidence area of our brain is activated. Nevertheless, it is 
essential that love maintaining both persons, without one person overriding the 
other person, maintaining their personal spaces; each one must seek his/her own 
happiness and develop his/her skills. Love must be as close as possible to free-
dom, it has to fill ourselves with energy and courage for our personal and com-
mon projects and drive the development of a strong identity and self-concept. 
It would be necessary to conduct educational activities that help young people 
to perform cognitive actions on what is abusive in partner relationships. Psy-
chological violence cannot be inherent to human relationships and we must 
not allow young people to build their partner relationships on the acceptance of 
micro male behaviours, which have an impact on satisfactory partner relation-
ships. 
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Appendix 

Questionnaire on Micro Male Conducts of Ferrer et al. (2008), adapted for 
bidirectionality behaviours. 

The following is a list of behaviours that can occur in relationships. Check the 
box based on how many times each option has happened in your current rela-
tionship. If you currently do not have a partner, complete the questions accord-
ing to your most recent relationship. 

 
0—Never, 1—Seldom, 2—Sometimes and 3—Often. 

1.1. You have frightened the partner through your tone of voice, glance or gestures 

1.2. Your partner has frightened you through his/her tone of voice, glance or gestures 

2.1. You have made important decisions without taking the opinion of your partner into account 

2.2. Your partner has made important decisions without taking your opinion into account 

3.1. You have changed decisions made by his/her partner 

3.2. Your partner has changed decisions that you have made 

4.1. You have not respected your partner’s opinions and rights 

4.2. Your partner has not respected your opinions and rights 

5.1. You have not respected your partner’s feelings 

5.2. Your partner has not respected your feelings 

6.1. You have got what you want from your partner due to fatigue, getting it due to his/her burnout 

6.2. Your partner has got what he wanted from you due to fatigue 

7.1. You control your partner’s money or expenses 

7.2. Your partner controls your money or expenses 

8.1. You control your partner’s schedules, meetings or activities 

8.2. Your partner controls your schedules, meetings or activities 

9.1. You complain to your partner because he/she goes out or relate to his/her family and friends 

9.2. Your partner complains because you go out or relate to your family or friends 

10.1. You tend to monopolize the use of common spaces or elements (sofa, TV remote, computer, 
car or motorcycle...) 

10.2. Your partner tends to monopolize the use of common spaces or elements 

11.1. (Answer only if you are a straight woman) Does your partner think that your main role in life 
is to be a mother? 

11.2. (Answer only if you are a straight man) Do you think that the main role in your partner’s life 
is to be a mother? 

12.1. You discourage your partner or make it difficult for him/her to study or work 

12.2. Your partner discourages you or makes it difficult for you to study or work 

13.1. You cause insecurities or feelings of guilt in your partner by insinuating or manipulating 
emotions 

13.2. Your partner causes you insecurities or feelings of guilt in your partner by insinuating or 
manipulating emotions 

14.1. You get angry or make surly or aggressive comments unexpectedly and without your partner 
knowing the reason 
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14.2. Your partner gets angry or makes surly or aggressive comments unexpectedly and without 
your knowing the reason 

15.1. You have interrupted, not listened, not answering or you have manipulated the message 

15.2. Your partner has interrupted you, has not listened you, has not answering to you or has 
manipulated the message 

16.1. Do you think your partner is like a child that needs to be cared for or protected 

16.2. Your partner treats you like a child that needs to be cared for or protected 

17.1. You have read the messages or emails that they send to your partner without their permission, 
or you listen to telephone conversations without them knowing 

17.2. Do you think your partner reads messages or emails without your permission 

18.1. You don’t express your own feelings, often you close emotionally 

18.2. Your partner does not express their own feelings, often closes emotionally 

19.1. You make excuses to justify yourself (“I didn’t want to,” “I didn’t realize,” “it was the fault of 
my obligations”) 

19.2. Your partner makes excuses to justify himself (“I didn’t want to,” “I didn’t realize,” “it was the 
fault of my obligations”) 

20.1. You cheat, lie or do not comply with partner agreements 

20.2. Your partner cheats you, lies or does not comply with partner agreements 

21.1. You disregard the responsibilities or domestic tasks 

21.2. Your partner disregards domestic responsibilities or tasks 

22.1. You question the fidelity of your partner 

22.2. Your partner questions your fidelity 

23.1. Your threats to leave the relationship or to have an affair with another person 

23.2. Your partner threatens you to leave the relationship or to have an affair with another person 

24.1. You make your partner feel sorry for you (“without you I don’t know what to do”, “if you’re 
not there, something bad will happen to me”). 

24.2. Your partner makes you feel sorry for him/her 

25.1. You downplay the duties or activities that your partner performs 

25.2. Your partner downplays the duties or activities you do 
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